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　The Korean Seon Master (禪師) Chinul (知訥, 1158-1210) and the 
Japanese Zen Master (禪師) Dogen (道元, 1200-1253) are comparable in 
several aspects in spite of some differences according to their historical 
and doctrinal contexts. First of all, both of them were successful in 
respectively establishing their own tradition of Buddhist meditation 
practice in nearly the same historical period around 13th century, 
overcoming prior conflicts about the proper approach toward the 
ultimate Buddhist enlightenment among diverse Buddhist schools in 
their own countries. Especially, their notion of faith is noteworthy in 
their common recognition of Buddha nature in ordinary human beings 
even in the existential crisis due to historical and social upheavals.
　As the discussion about the significance of Buddha nature might be 
complicated by the recent hot controversies, however, partially due to 
the recent provocative challenges by Hakamaya Noriaki (袴谷憲昭) and 
Matsumoto Shiro (松本史朗), more careful approach to the notion of 
Buddha nature is required in spite of the continuing importance of it.1
A Comparative Study of Chinul and 
Dogen with a Special Reference to 
their Thoughts on Faith
RYU Jeidong＊
 
＊ 류제동（RYU Jeidong）. Visiting Professor, Sungkyunkwan University
‒ 186 ‒
2. Chinul as the Founder of Korean Seon Tradition
　As for the status of Chinul in the Buddhist history of Korea, despite 
some debates about Sudden and Gradual dimensions of Buddhist 
awakening in recent years since the provocative challenge by the late 
Contemporary Korean Seon master Seongcheol (性徹, 1912-1993), in 
Korea,2 Chinul has traditionally been revered as the actual founder of 
the Korean Seon tradition that has continued its identity as faithfully 
inheriting the spirit of sudden awakening by the Chinese Chan Master 
(禪師) Huineng (慧能, 638-713) and the practice of kan huatou (看話頭) or 
"inspecting the critical phrase” by the Chinese Chan Master Dahui 
Zonggao (大慧宗杲, 1089-1163), which are regarded by many scholars to 
have been crucial in the establishment of the Jogye Order (曹溪宗), the 
largest Buddhist order in Modern Korea.3 
　Although this Korean Seon tradition is somewhat different from the 
Japanese Soto Zen tradition, since Dahui was a vigorous critic of what 
he called the "heretical Chan of silent illumination" (默照) of the Caodong 
school (曹洞宗, Wade–Giles: Ts'ao-tung; Japanese: Sōtō), as was mentioned 
above, the recognition of Buddha nature in ordinary human beings by 
faith might be regarded as noteworthy in both traditions.
　Living in the crisis of military rule in the late middle period of Goryeo 
Dynasty, which was relatively abnormal and exceptional especially 
throughout the history of Korea that has normally maintained a strong 
emphasis on civilian rule, Chinul might be regarded to have been 
specifically focused upon the recognition of Buddha nature in ordinary 
human beings, partially due to the influence of the Chinese Chan 
tradition and partially due to his own existential experience and 
reflection of human vulnerability in the critical period.
‒ 187 ‒
　In addition, since he was deeply concerned about the reconciliation 
between the Buddhist orders emphasizing meditation and the Buddhist 
orders emphasizing doctrinal teachings, he endeavored to solidify this 
reconciliation in the texts of both traditions. In his efforts, he was glad to 
find such ideas in the writings of the Chinese Huayanist thinker Li Tong 
Xuan (李通玄, 635-730).４
　As for his notion of faith, specifically, Chinul imbibed positively the 
ideas of Li Tong Xuan, personally summarizing and commenting on the 
major work of Li Tong Xuan entitled “A Treatise on the Newly Translated 
Huayan Sutra (新華嚴經論, Xin Huayan Jing Lun).” In the work, Chinul 
was especially glad to ascertain the fact that Li Tong Xuan’s notion of 
faith might be properly understood in relation to the vow of compassion 
to sentient beings.5 Chinul quotes the following words of Li Tong Xuan 
in the beginning of his excerpts of Li Tong Xuan’s work.
All the ordinary beings and Sages are originally one in their Dharma 
world... Since all the Buddhas and all the sentient beings share the same 
wisdom together, staying in the true Dharma world by their nature, their 
discernment is none other than the original unmoved wisdom of all the 
Buddhas. If ordinary beings and sages are one in their trueness, sharing 
this wisdom, they come to believe fully in the truth that their own mind 
is none other than the seed wisdom of the Buddhas as well as the 
comprehensive wisdom of the Buddhas. Thus, sentient beings do not put 
Buddhas as the object of their faith outside of their own minds according 
to deluded state of their mind. In addition, they do not engrave the statue 
of the Buddha within their own minds, since they do not desire to see it 
there.6
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　Chinul emphasizes the faith in the same identity between sentient 
beings and Buddhas in their nature. Here, noteworthy is the fact that he 
states negatively on the awakening of faith in the statue of the Buddha 
within or outside the minds of deluded sentient beings. He points out 
the truth that we should not make an image according to the object of 
faith, without regard to whether it is within or outside of them. That is, 
this total identity does not allow the distance engendered by regarding 
the object of faith as located within or outside of them. This total 
identity might be regarded as problematic by Matsumoto Shiro, who 
argues that such an identification leads to social discrimination by 
justifying the existing order of the world as it is.7 Here, we might 
interpret Chinul’s emphasis on the total identity as reflecting his position 
that total confidence is necessary in sentient beings’ pursuit toward 
enlightenment. Sudden awakening to one’s own Buddha nature is 
possible as there is no distance between the state of ordinary beings and 
the state of Buddhahood. This interpretation is corroborated by his 
emphasis on practice in spite of total identity.
　In this context, gradual practice should be understood together with 
this faith in total identity. A child is not an adult man or woman, 
although both belongs to humanity. Chinul says as follows.
This process can be compared to the maturation of a child. From the day 
of its birth, a baby is endowed with all the sense organs just like everyone 
else, but its strength is not yet fully developed. It is only after many 
months and years that it will finally become an adult.8
　Chinul clearly recognizes the fact that ordinary sentient beings are 
not perfect. We should understand cautiously his emphasis on the truth 
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that sentient beings are none other than Buddhas in their own nature. If 
there is no difference at all between both, his emphasis is meaningless, 
since it will be a tautology.
　Chinul even quotes the saying of Chan Master Kuei-feng Tsung-mi (圭
峯宗密 780-8４1) as follows.
We know that a frozen pond is entirely water, but the sun's heat is 
necessary to melt it. Although we awaken to the fact that an ordinary 
man is Buddha, the power of dharma is necessary to develop our 
cultivation. When that pond has melted and its water flows freely, it can 
be used for irrigation and cleaning. When falsity is extinguished, the mind 
will be numinous and dynamic; then the effulgence of spiritual powers 
will manifest. There is no other approach to practice but cultivation of 
the mind.9
　Water as liquid is not the same as water as ice, although both are 
called water, consisting of hydrogen and oxygen. Ordinary sentient 
beings are in the state of ice. They should thaw the icy state in order to 
free themselves as liquid water. So there is a kind of tension between 
their own identity with Buddhas and the distance from Buddhas.
　Another noteworthy point is that Chinul’s warning against putting an 
image after the object of faith might be understood as his warning 
against the reification of faith. The reverence of Buddha images is still 
practiced all over the Buddhist world, which might be seriously 
problematic if misunderstood while it might be allowed in practical 
dimensions. The reification of our faith as a kind of noun might hinder 
our becoming free like liquid water. This can be understood 
appropriately with reference to Jiddu Krishnamurti’s saying about 
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respect. He says as follows.
When a prominent man comes around, a minister or a governor, have you 
noticed how everybody salutes him? You call that respect, don't you? But 
such respect is phony, because behind it there is fear, greed. You want 
something out of the poor devil, so you put a garland around his neck. 
That is not respect, it is merely the coin with which you buy and sell in 
the market. You don't feel respect for your servant or the villager, but 
only for those from whom you hope to get something. That kind of 
respect is really fear; it is not respect at all, it has no meaning. But if you 
really have love in your heart, then to you the governor, the teacher, 
your servant and the villager are all the same; then you have respect, a 
feeling for them all, because love does not ask anything in return.10
　That is, Krishnamurti warns against the danger of respecting or 
revering sages among ordinary people. They might come to have no 
courage to become sages by themselves, just revering other sages 
outside of themselves out of fear. This attitude of reverence is just an 
expression of ordinary beings’ cowardice and fear in their icy state.
　Chinul’s emphasis should be understood not as an epistemological 
stance but as an order to be applied to their daily lives.11 Truth should 
not be confined to epistemological dimension. In addition, praising 
somebody else as a paragon is one thing and living as a paragon is 
another. If you are fully awakened to your own Buddha nature, you do 
not need to praise or believe in other beings as the object of worship. 
Here, faith becomes dynamic, not static. Believing is not understood as a 
static state of noun but as a dynamic state of verb.
　When we see the world as a fixed and static one, we do not have the 
‒ 191 ‒
courage to transform the world. We just try to observe its law and 
follow the existing order. When we see the world as full of unexpected 
changes, we can take a risk and become courageous to go forward with 
a bigger vision.12 When we perceive the dynamic nature of ourselves, we 
begin to change ourselves.
　Furthermore, not a statue but a living person should be the object of 
our compassion. Here the word ‘object’ should be understood according 
to the definition of Kant in his categorical imperative.
　In addition, the subtle characteristics of our Buddha nature should not 
make us into timid cowards. Chinul quotes as follows.
Buddhahood within our mind as the original wisdom very subtle and 
difficult to reason was unknown [to Fazang]. Thus, putting the image of 
the Buddha outside of our mind, how could he achieve true faith?13
　This trust in ourselves should not be understood as arrogance. 
Arrogance does not have the subtle dynamicity of confidence. Rather, 
this trust combines confidence and humbleness. The world is full of 
wonders, including the wonder of our mind. Modern science came to 
reveal that seemingly simple perceptions of human beings as seeing, 
hearing, smelling, etc., require millions of years’ evolution process. They 
are so intricate that modern advanced science is still unaware of how to 
make or understand the structure of the simplest life form as virus. An 
ordinary man or woman, however simple his mind is in comparison to 
some elites, is the result of such a process of evolution. This perspective, 
however, does not ask us to fall into the mysticism of the past. This 
perspective asks us to be alert and cautious as well as courageous and 
bold toward the world surrounding us.
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　Thus, Chinul’s recognition of Buddha nature in ordinary beings might 
be properly understood in its relation to the vow of compassion with 
special reference to its dynamic dimension.
3.  Dogen as the Founder of Japanese Soto Zen 
Tradition
　In the case of Dogen, his emphasis on Buddha nature might be also 
understood in its relation to his concern about his own critical period, 
although his numerous works might surely have to await our more 
cautious and meticulous access for a long time. Although some recent 
studies about Kamakura period make us become suspicious about 
previous understandings of this period as a critical period for the start 
of drastically new Buddhist schools in their attempts to overcome the 
hopeless corruption of the existing Buddhist orders including the Tendai 
Order (天台宗), Dogen’s consciousness about the crisis of the period 
should not be understood just as a rhetorical description. Although his 
appraisal should be understood to be different from Shinran (親鸞, 1173-
1262)’s, he should be understood to have recognized the seriousness of 
the degenerate state of the period.1４
　Only his remedy to the serious state was somewhat different. Unlike 
Shinran, he might be regarded to have wanted to purify the Buddhist 
Sangha, just like Chinul in nearly contemporary Korea. While 
recognizing the seriousness of the corrupted state of sentient beings, he 
also positively recognized the fact that Buddha nature lies just in the 
heart of those sentient beings, just like Chinul. 
　Although, unlike Chinul, who followed the approach of Dahui Zonggao, 
Dogen followed Tiantong Rujing (天童如淨, 1163-1228), in a way, he 
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similarly recognized the saving power of Buddha nature in sentient 
beings. His faith in Buddha nature is, of course, somewhat different from 
Shinran’s faith in Pure Land, in spite of their common recognition of the 
crisis of the period. While Shinran starts from ultimate despair about his 
own disability toward enlightenment, Dogen still maintains his 
confidence about Buddha nature in sentient beings. Dogen was perhaps 
aware of the truth that the recognition of the critical state among 
sentient beings might be possible by virtue of Buddha nature in sentient 
beings, just like Chinul.
　According to Hakamaya Noriaki and Matsumoto Shiro, a pernicious 
effect of the “Buddha Nature” theory, especially in the theory of its 
manifestation (仏性顕在論) in comparison to the theory of its immanence 
(仏性内在論) that might be understood to maintain the critical distance 
between Buddha nature as a potentiality within us to be actualized 
through our efforts and our existential states, is that its affirmation that 
things “as they are” already are “as they should be” eliminates the need 
to think critically about either our self or society.15 This effect might be 
said to have led to the blind support of established oppressors without 
any concern about the oppressed.
　Matsumoto’s distinction between “Buddha-nature Immanence 
theory”(仏性内在論) and “Buddha-nature Manifestation theory”(仏性顕在
論) might be regarded as an excellent insight.16 We might have to focus 
on the aspect of “Buddha-nature Immanence theory”(仏性内在論) rather 
than on the aspect of “Buddha-nature Manifestation theory”(仏性顕在論) 
in Dogen’s works in order to seek his significance for contemporary 
world, since the latter has more potential to tend toward the affirmation 
of social discrimination without critical distance.
　Monistic ideas (一元論), even including “Buddha-nature Manifestation 
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theory”, however, should not be criticized as the only causes for social 
discrimination. As is said, “we need to water the tree of democracy with 
blood.” Even in the West, democracy has a far way to go. In Buddhism 
as in Christianity, no ideas can produce democracy or realize social 
justice by themselves, although we should not minimize the role of ideas 
or ideologies.17
　Monistic ideas (一元論) can still be constructive in contemporary 
world since faith in ultimate reality within monism is more rational and 
natural, while faith in transcendent reality within dualism requires a 
kind of logical leap that cannot be accepted easily by scientifically 
minded contemporary rational intellectuals.
　Even in Christianity, faith in supernatural revelation has not been free 
from the conflict with reason. From the beginning, Buddhism is free 
from such a problem. The Buddha’s sermon appeals to our intellect and 
common sense, that is, to our rational discernment. This might also be 
the biggest reason why so many Western intellectuals unsatisfied with 
the biblical faith in revelation are attracted to Buddhism.
　As for “Deep Faith in Cause and Effect (深信因果)” in the Shōbōgenzō 
(正法眼蔵), Matsumoto argues that the term “faith” here is misleading to 
some readers in that Dogen’s faith in cause and effect is based upon 
enlightenment rather than upon the leap of transcendent faith.18 In this 
context, he criticizes Hakamaya Noriaki and Ishi Shudo, specifically 
pointing out the exaggeration in Hakamaya’s saying of Dogen’s “later 
drastic change in recognizing the significance of karma” or Ishi Shudo’s 
saying that “Self-awareness of avidya (ignorance) is to recognize sadly 
the seriousness of one’s own karma.” He argues that this misinterpretation 
leads us to confuse Dogen and Shinran.
　Matsumoto emphasizes that, for Dogen, the past karma (宿業) is not 
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Shinran’s sinful deeds (罪業) but past good deeds (宿善), asserting that 
he cannot recognize Dogen’s self-awareness of his own heavy sin.19 
According to him, Dogen’s religious consciousness is optimistic in 
comparison to Shinran’s. 
　Matsumoto Shiro’s understanding might have to be regarded as more 
exact than Hakamaya Noriaki’s or Ishi Shudo’s. Optimistic faith, 
however, should not be disregarded in its potentiality for positive 
change of sentient beings. Sometimes optimism might be more desirable 
for our change. As Matsumoto himself recognizes, however, we should 
pay more attention to the aspect of “Buddha-nature Immanence 
theory”(仏性内在論) within Dogen’s thought.
4. Concluding Remarks
　Both Chinul and Dogen might be regarded to have lived in a chaotic 
period, struggling to seek Buddhist enlightenment free from greed, ill 
will, and delusion. Was their struggle successful at all? Traditionally, 
both of them have been regarded as having established a sound 
tradition of Buddhist practice respectively. Today’s appraisals of both, 
however, cannot be said to be unilaterally positive. In Korea, Chinul has 
recently become a target of criticism by some monks and scholars as 
having deviated from the orthodox teaching of sudden awakening, 
especially by the master Seongcheol. And in Japan, scholars of Critical 
Buddhism have proposed alternative interpretations of Dogen’s works, 
even somewhat depreciating the values of them, especially in the case of 
Matsumoto Shiro, although they might be regarded to have basically 
endeavored to ascertain the original values of the works as representing 
the authentic teachings of Buddhism.
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　Linguistic expressions or even thoughts of all human beings are 
subject to historical influences, while some might adhere to the 
argument that some human beings’ awakening to the eternal truth 
might be exempt from such influences. Especially, we should not 
overestimate the values of previous spiritual teachers’ ideas as having 
anticipated modern egalitarianism, democracy, or social justice in their 
full significance.20 Contemporary ideas reflect today’s condition of 
humanity as the results of modern human beings’ efforts in order to 
solve their own problems while they might be traced back to their ideas 
in their origins.
　In a general dimension, however, the teachings of traditional spiritual 
teachers, including Chinul and Dogen, can be appraised to have 
illuminated the essential truths about human nature in a fundamental 
way so that their ideas might be regarded to have continuing values 
even today. Especially, we are living in a period of extremely rapid 
changes, specifically due to the amazing achievements of scientific and 
technological advancements, which engender many problems as well as 
numerous benefits, including social stratification and discrimination due 
to the bipolarization of the rich and the poor as well as the increase of 
the total richness. In such a context, the ideas of Chinul and Dogen 
might still be regarded as significant in illuminating the spiritual values 
of egalitarianism by affirming Buddha nature in every human being. 
　Their ideas, however, should be understood properly without 
oversimplification. Specifically, their significance should be ascertained 
not in their static acceptance of existing social order but in dynamic 
efforts to transform human condition. The faith of Chinul and Dogen in 
Buddha nature should not be understood to endorse the existing social 
order unconditionally. The distinction between sudden awakening and 
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gradual practice in the case of Chinul and the distinction between 
immanence and manifestation of Buddha nature in the case of Dogen 
might be regarded to be necessary in understanding the dynamic 
characteristics of their faith properly.21
　The understanding of faith by Shunryu Suzuki, who is somewhat 
famous for having been successful in spreading Dogen Zen in modern 
America, is suggestive in such a context.
Instead of having a deep understanding of the teaching, we need a strong 
confidence in our teaching, which says that originally we have Buddha 
nature. Our practice is based on this faith.22
　Sometimes scholarly understanding might hinder our proactive efforts 
with confidence in our faith. That is, bookish knowledge should not be 
regarded as the whole preparation conducive to Buddhist enlightenment. 
Static knowledge without leading to action might be rather harmful. 
Chinul and Dogen are identical in their emphasis on practice.
　Furthermore, believing in nothing, according to Shunryu Suzuki, is 
understood in a subtle way. Here, believing accompanies a confident 
attitude with humbleness, just as in Chinul. In addition, nothing does not 
signify a simple nothing but a potentiality full of unexpected changes. 
The changes, however, are not just random. If they are just random, our 
world is full of chaos, which will be none other than a hell to us. There 
is a kind of certainty even in the unexpected changes. If our intentions 
are good, according to authentic Buddhist faith, their ultimately good 
result will follow. Pure science as cold observation does not and could 
not result in such a perspective. Shunryu Suzuki says as follows.
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“In our everyday life our thinking is ninety-nine percent self-centered. 
‘Why do I have suffering? Why do I have trouble?’”
I discovered that it is necessary, absolutely necessary, to believe in 
nothing. That is, we have to believe in something which has no form and 
no color – something which exists before all forms and colors appear. 
This is a very important point. No matter what god or doctrine you 
believe in, if you become attached to it, your belief will be based more or 
less on a self-centered idea.23
　Chinul and Dogen lived in the midst of chaotic changes, but they 
found a path toward a hopeful vision. Their insights through Buddhist 
teachings are still worthy of becoming a beacon to contemporary men 
and women all over the world. Today’s world is still full of unexpected 
changes, some of them threaten our peace and even our lives. Even the 
most tragic possibilities, however, should not thwart our faith in our 
own Buddha nature.
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